In his exhaustive study on the antigenic profile of the human lacrimal gland, Dr. Kivela (5) concludes that acinar myoepithelial cells and ductal basal cells differ considerably. The former were found to express vimentin. a-smooth muscle actin, and glial fibrillary acid protein (GFAP). whereas the latter were labeled by antibodies directed to cytokeratins 5, G, and 13. In accordance with data from the salivary glands, both myoepithelial and ducral basal cells were found to share only one antigen, cytokeratin 14 (5). We would like to add our recent finding that both types of cells in the human lacrimal gland share another feature, i.e.. their intense immunoreactivity for human liver metallothionein (MT).
Using this antibody in a three-step indirect immunoperoxidase method on acetone-fixed cryostat sections of human main and accessory lacrimal glands, two types of cells were stained (Figure 1 ). In the rerminal secretory end-piece, L2E3 identified the cell processes (and sometimes the nuclei) of elongated cells that completely surrounded acini and were situated between acinar epithelium and basal lamina. Immunostaining of serial frozen sections confirmed that these slender, branching cells corresponded to myoepithelial cells, since they also showed immunoreactivity for smooth muscle actin, vimentin, and GFAP. Staining for cytokeratin 14 revealed intense reactivity of myoepithelial cells and slight positivity in the acinar epithelium. Spindled cells with similar morphology and immunophenotype were also found around intercalated ducts, albeit in smaller numbers.
A second type of immunoreactivity was observed in the interlobular ducts of lacrimal glands ( Figure 1 ). Here, monoclonal antibody L2E3 stained the cytoplasm of small, cuboidal cells that were basally located, whereas the columnar, luminal ductal epithelium was distinctly negative. On serial frozen sections, all columnar epithelial cells but only part of the basal cells expressed cytokeratin 14; L2E3' basal cells did not contain smooth muscle actin or GFAP. These data suggest that liver MT, as detected by monoclonal antibody L2E3, appears to be a highly sensitive marker of ductal basal or "reserve" cells.
Initial screening of frozen sections from other organs containing myoepithelial cells, e.g., salivary and mammary glands, has yielded identical results, indicating that mondonal antibody L2E3 serves as a general marker of myoepithelial cells and ductal basal cells. L2E3 differs from other monoclonal antibodies directed towards myoepithelium (1, 6) in that it does not react with cytokeratin peptides.
Both myoepithelial and ductal basal cells are generally thought to play a role in the development of various salivary gland tumors, including pleomorphic adenoma (2.4.8). In line with this, our preliminary studies on various salivary gland tumors have revealed that neoplastic myoepithelial and ductal basal cells do not lose liver MT, indicating that immunohistochemical staining for this antigen may have a role in tumor diagnosis.
The significance of MT in myoepithelial cells and ductal basal cells is as yet unclear. MTs are a group of low molecular weight intracellular proteins that have a high affinity for essential metals such as zinc and copper, as well as for non-essential metals such as cadmium and mercury, and may therefore serve in the intracellular storage, transport and metabolism of essential metals (3). During rapid growth and increased cellular metabolic activity, zinc is required for the synthesis and metabolism of proteins and nucleic acids (9) . In view of the proliferative potential of myoepithelial (7) and ductal basal cells (2) in inflammatory, regenerative, and neoplastic conditions, MT might well serve as intracellular zinc storage protein in these cells.
